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To my grandson Leo

Explorer, Lover, Learner, Teacher, Jokester


I wish someone would just shake me and tell me exactly what to do with my life. I hate getting excited over something and being reminded by a well-meaning friend of all the other things I’ve tried and failed. Will I ever actually get to use what’s inside me? Will anyone know I was here?

Charlotte, a Scanner

Through all the world there goes one long cry from the heart of the artist: Only give me the chance to do my very best!

Isak Dinesen
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ARE YOU A SCANNER?

“I can never stick to anything.”

“I know I should focus on one thing, but which one?”

“I lose interest in things I thought would interest me forever.”

“I keep going off on another tangent.”

“I get bored as soon as I know how to do something.”

“I can’t stand to do anything twice.”

“I keep changing my mind about what I want to do and end up doing nothing.”

“I work at low-paying jobs because there’s nothing I’m willing to commit to.”

“I won’t choose a career path because it might be the wrong one.”

“I think everyone’s put on this earth to do something; everyone but me, that is.”

“I can’t pay attention unless I’m doing many things at once.”

“I pull away from what I’m doing because I’m afraid I’ll miss something better.”

“I’m too busy, but when I do find time I can’t remember what I wanted to do.”

“I’ll never be an expert in anything. I feel like I’m always in a survey class.”

If you’ve ever said these things to yourself, chances are good that you’re a Scanner, a very special kind of thinker. Unlike those people who seem to find and be satisfied with one area of interest, you’re genetically wired to be interested in many things, and that’s exactly what you’ve been trying to do. Because your behavior is unfamiliar—even unsettling—to the people around you, you’ve been taught that you’re doing something wrong and you must try to change. But what you’ve been told is a mistake—you have been misdiagnosed. You’re a different creature altogether.

What you’ve assumed is a disability to be overcome by sheer will is actually an exceptional gift. You are the owner of a remarkable, multitalented brain trying to do its work in a world that doesn’t understand who you are and doesn’t know why you behave as you do.

And unless you know who you are, you’re going to agree with them! Not only would that be unfair and inaccurate, it could prevent you from developing your gifts and making your contribution to the world. The stakes are very high.

Identifying yourself as a Scanner means changing the way you see yourself in the world. It starts with understanding that you should stop trying to fit into the accepted norm at once and begin learning about who you really are. To help you build the productive future you were designed for, you need a set of instructions. That’s what I’ve tried to create in this book.

Welcome to a new way of looking at yourself…and congratulations! The jury is in. You’re not a dilettante and you’re not shallow, and you have been found innocent by virtue of mistaken identity. You are now free to stop being judged and live the life you’ve wanted all along.

Now take a deep breath and let’s start over.


PROLOGUE

I should have realized I wasn’t a normal student my first week of college, when I looked at the catalog of classes and started to cry.

I was sitting at a table with some high school friends from my hometown, also freshmen, in a dark bar on Telegraph Avenue just outside of the famous Sather Gate, the entrance to the campus of the University of California at Berkeley. There were five of us girls, all 18 years old and trying to act very cool about the pitcher of beer we had legally bought that now sat on our table. Older students sat at other tables, looking sure of themselves, which we almost certainly did not, but everyone was intensely involved in the same activity: leafing through the pages of the Schedule of Classes, quickly trying to find the best ones so we could register before they filled up.

What were the best classes? The ones that started later in the day, or had the most lenient teachers, or were the same classes your friends were signing up for. Those were big considerations.

My four friends huddled next to me and pored over the Schedule of Classes, trying to coordinate our courses so we could help each other through the first semester on this new planet. Like everyone who was accepted to the University of California, we were all reasonably smart, but as I later discovered, my friends understood how to study—something I had somehow never learned. For this reason, they had a more realistic idea of how many hours of work would be required for each class one signed up for. Unlike me, they personally knew people who had been to college—sometimes older brothers or even parents—and had it on very good authority that college was a lot harder than high school.

While my friends searched the Schedule of Classes—a small newsprint magazine that listed in the tiniest print when and where the hundreds of classes would be held—I was reading another book that, in larger print and a more leisurely pace, described the content of all the classes. In easy-to-read English, the book laid out the topics that would be discussed and the books that would be read. It was like nothing I had ever seen or even imagined before. I could feel my mouth drop open in surprise as I read one page after another.

My friends were too busy talking to each other to notice at first.

“You can’t take history on Tuesday at 10, MaryLee!” one of them said. “You have sociology at 10!”

“Do they really have classes at 8 in the morning?”

“Why didn’t you take trig in high school? I told you it would be easier!”

“Why do we all have to take Bonehead English anyway? Are we the only stupid ones here?” Everyone laughed and turned to include me. But I was in another world. Without looking up from the book, I started asking questions.

“What is a ‘close reading’?” I asked. “What is that?! This is about a close reading of Russian literature! What does that mean?”

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to take that stuff,” one said. “You’re taking Bonehead English with Sarah, right? You want it on Tuesdays or Thursdays?”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, turning the pages wildly. “They have the History of Western Music! Do they play the music or do they talk about it? How do you teach the history of music?! Do you have to read music to take this? Oh look, Ancient Trade Routes of Central Asia! Look! The Golden Peaches of Samarqand! Where is Samarqand?! I want one of those peaches! Or are they talking about a painting? The Geology of History? The Geology of History?! Listen: ‘The Himalayas rose from the ancient sea of Tethys so now, nearly 6 miles above sea level, there are fossilized seashells 20 million years old’! I’m going to faint. Oh God.”

I had walked into the universe of learning. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before; nothing prepared me for this catalog of class descriptions. I had never read about it in novels, and no one had ever spoken of it. I couldn’t catch my breath.

“That’s the School of Liberal Arts for you,” chuckled someone older at a nearby table and returned to his book, shaking his head in amusement.

The School of Liberal Arts. I loved every word in that phrase, even though I wasn’t sure what the whole thing meant. Many years later, in a used-book store, I saw it mentioned again in some books I stumbled on about the rise of learning in the Middle Ages. I discovered that as Europe emerged from the Dark Ages, the children of the same Barbarians who had conquered Rome and nearly destroyed literacy (many of them monks and soldiers, senators, and even emperors) were in love with learning—madly in love with learning. They ached to read the few books that existed, and they spent lifetimes trying to piece together the lost masterpieces of Greece and Rome from fragments quoted in later works.

I understood them. I was sure of it. If I had known how, I would have tried to become a monk so I too could reverently copy manuscripts like they did, almost as a form of prayer. I decided then and there that I’d hand copy every book I loved from that day on.

Fortunately, I forgot that goal. I made so many amazing discoveries after I started college that each resolution I made replaced the one I’d made the day before, and I never did hand copy a book, though I loved many of them.

But on that first day reading the catalog of classes, I was as moved by those words as any Barbarian who ever ached to enter the medieval libraries.

My friends were speaking to me, but it was hard to pay attention.

I raised my head and looked up at them, and tears were flowing down my cheeks. They were shocked and contrite. “Oh, don’t cry! What’s the matter?”

But I couldn’t stop crying. “I don’t know,” I sobbed. “I’m so glad to be here.”

They looked bewildered. One friend put her arm around my shoulder. “You are a very strange person, Barbara,” she said kindly. “You can’t take any of those classes; you have to take the same beginning stuff we’re taking. Now let’s get down to business so you don’t flunk out before you sign up.”

After much deliberation, each friend wrote in 5 or 6 classes. I signed up for 10. I flunked 5 of them and barely passed the others. College really was a lot harder than high school, and to be honest, I couldn’t understand why they kept having exams at all. It was quite enough to simply discover that there were so many astonishing things to learn about.

I calmed down after a few years and learned the routine, but every once in a while when a professor would say something truly unexpected and illuminating, something I never in a million years could have figured out on my own, I would still sometimes get tears in my eyes because I was actually here in this unexpected universe where people loved learning just for itself.

In a bookstore, months after the event in the Berkeley bar, I found and purchased a small poster, a medieval woodcut of a man at the top of a small ladder that leaned against a tree under a very low, curved, ceilinglike covering. He had stuck his head through a ragged hole in the ceiling and was looking with amazement at a night sky full of stars. I still have that poster. And I still audit classes in any college I’m near whenever I can. In which subjects? It doesn’t matter, as long as the teacher is good. They’re all interesting.

So what did I do with my fine college education? To what practical use did I put my learning in the years that followed? I did nothing. I just loved learning and wanted to keep on doing it.

I didn’t get a job with my education, and I never did anything practical with the other things I loved, either. I didn’t write about or teach what I had learned. I never earned a nickel from any of it. My family thought I was crazy, but I think they were proud of me anyway.

I think I once felt a little guilty about that. I mean, I showed promise with some of my poetry, but I never “did anything with it,” as the phrase goes. Since then I’ve come to believe you don’t always have to use things you love, and it’s not always so practical to be so practical. Now that I’ve grown up, I realize that all that delicious dilettantism pays its way as much as any degree in medicine or engineering, by making me remember every day—whenever I pick up a book or watch the Science Channel or try to read a map of Asia for no particular reason—that life is amazing and there is no end to the wonder of it.

I like to think that the registration office felt my admiration of learning was commendable, but after a few semesters they did request that I choose a major and stop my attempts to attend every class in the catalog.

“You’ll never graduate if you keep this up,” they warned. But why on earth would anyone want to graduate? Just to go back to the world where nobody said anything I couldn’t figure out by myself? I was perfectly happy to continue on forever, and my study skills were even improving a little. My parents didn’t complain much since I paid my own way. In those days tuition was next to nothing. Rent was cheap. My 2-hour lunchtime job at a local hamburger shop paid my expenses easily, and I stayed pleasantly plump on what the boss allowed us waitresses to eat and carry home in addition to our $1 an hour. It was a good arrangement all around.

Finally, I picked a major. Well, I picked two. First I picked math because it looked like the most amazingly gorgeous thing a person could possibly learn on this earth. But I found it incredibly hard to learn, and I simply couldn’t locate a trace of the heavenly but unnameable stuff I had thought was in it somewhere.

So I gave up and took an easy major, anthropology (where I’d already gotten some As), and with some disappointment, I went for the grades-and-graduation thing like everyone else.

Through the years, when friends or fellow students inquired why I was taking classes, I could never explain. I felt caught and a little ashamed. The prevailing attitude was that “perennial students” like me were lazy or immature, wouldn’t buckle down, wouldn’t do the “hard stuff” required of more serious people. I understood by then that I was supposed to study something I could ultimately put to use, but the thought of narrowing my focus and burying myself in one field of study was unspeakably depressing. I never seriously considered it.

And then the sixties came, and everybody relaxed a little. I got older and stopped explaining myself to anyone—and I audited classes to my heart’s content. I also noticed that other older students were showing up, too. I guess the enjoyment of listening to those professors never stopped for them, either.
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Fast-forward many years, and I had moved into a very different time in my life. I still had my books and I still snuck into classes whenever I could, but now I was a single mom with kids to support and I needed a career. Graduate school was out of the question for many reasons—time and money among them—so I got the kind of work you could get with a BA in the late sixties: working in programs sponsored by the city to help deal with poor people, drug addicts, and ex-convicts, and I enjoyed it enormously. Eventually, I fashioned a career out of some natural ability I had with people, the experience I’d gotten from working in my parents’ bars, and a lot of good fortune—I became a writer and what was later called a life coach.

As a coach, I began to notice clients here and there who reminded me of myself as I was that first day in college. They loved too many different things to ever choose one. They never wanted to stop exploring, trying things out, or learning, but they didn’t direct their learning toward any goal. They were often bright, many were talented in a number of areas, and they loved to talk about whatever they were involved in at the moment. They were interesting, high-energy, basically happy people. The only thing that bothered them was that in life they had the same problem I’d had in school: They found it impossible to choose a major.

And that’s when it began to dawn on me that not only did we behave differently from most people, maybe we were actually designed differently. I started reading about famous people in history, like Aristotle and Goethe, da Vinci and Ben Franklin—people whose interests were also all over the map—to see if I could find a clue to help me.

As I looked through the books of their journals and letters, I noticed something odd: None of these people seemed to have the slightest problem about not sticking with one field! They flitted from one subject to another with complete freedom, and they never appeared to feel guilty if they left a project unfinished (even if, like Leonardo, they’d been paid for it!). None of them ever settled on one career, for that matter, and they never seemed defensive or apologetic about it. How did they do that? Who gave them permission to go sticking their noses into whatever interested them?

The only answer I ever found was this: In their time, nobody seemed to think that there was anything wrong with doing everything under the sun. I found no evidence that anybody told Aristotle that it was bad to be interested in so many things. Franklin wasn’t defensive, because nobody told him he had anything to defend. Goethe wasn’t guilty about writing novels and studying optics and doing everything else that took his fancy, because nobody criticized him for it.

It was a revelation!

There was no way to reproduce the times and places they lived in, but I thought it might be possible to create a loose community that could offer support and a sense of belonging, so I set about giving us a name: Scanners, because instead of diving down into the depths of an interest, we scanned the horizon for many interests. Then, in 1994, I wrote at length about Scanners in my book I Could Do Anything If I Only Knew What It Was, and I waited for the book to come out. I hoped it would make a difference.

But I didn’t expect what happened.

As soon as the book was published, letters started pouring in. At first, there were hundreds of letters. Ten years later, that number has grown to thousands, and they’re still coming. Almost every letter said basically the same thing: “I’m a Scanner! What a relief! I thought I had a disability/was trying to sabotage myself/was lazy/was shallow/lacked character, etc.”

The people who wrote me were unbelievably grateful to hear themselves described in positive terms—usually for the first time. For years they had struggled to understand why they were so different from everyone they knew. They had spent years of their lives bewildered and frustrated. Many had gone to therapists for help but couldn’t follow the program they were given to choose one path and stick to it. They couldn’t understand why they were unable to find the right careers, and they described the same patterns over and over again: Every interesting career they started soon became intolerably boring. Or they had never even tried one because they couldn’t make up their minds in the first place.

Scanners who weren’t looking for careers had just as many problems because they had too many choices. Should they write, or travel, or make art, or start home businesses? They didn’t want to choose one area; they wanted them all. And why couldn’t they stick with anything long enough to finish it? All they knew was that they just couldn’t get it right, and as time passed they became convinced they were flawed in some way.

But as soon as they saw themselves described in my book, the lights went on! Everything looked different. As one person wrote, “I couldn’t figure out who I was, so I always thought I was doing something wrong. As soon as I read about Scanners, I knew that wasn’t true!”

Obviously I had struck a chord. I was getting the word out, and Scanners were starting to wake up to the truth that there was nothing wrong with them. The realization that their behavior was different—because they were actually genetically different—explained so much that it was accepted right away. It was a great start.

But what then? Where do you train to live like a Scanner? What classes do you need for a degree in being a Scanner? What’s the logical career path for a Scanner? Where are the guidelines that will show you how to have a good life without having to change yourself?

School for Scanners

Where are the guidelines for Scanners? Plain and simple (unless they’re hiding somewhere I haven’t discovered yet), there aren’t any. If you have a specialty (say geology or fashion), there are schools with majors called geology and fashion to teach you, there are guidance counselors to help you make decisions, and there are recruiters to hire you. There are professional organizations and books and Web sites to help you develop into a successful geologist or fashion designer or whatever kind of specialist you want to be.

There’s nothing like that out there for Scanners. If you’re a Scanner, you may have gone in for some kind of abilities testing only to find that you scored high in almost every category. Career counselors aren’t trained to handle that outcome. So far, the best advice you’ve been given has probably been, “You can do anything. Just choose one of your talents and get started.”

That was also the worst advice.

They might as well have said, “We can’t help you at all,” because Scanners can’t choose. And now you’re learning something most of your career guidance people do not know: Scanners aren’t supposed to choose.

Until now, this has always left you completely on your own: You aren’t guided or assisted in the business of handling your many talents. There is no academic path to train you in the best use of your irrepressible curiosity or to direct your fast mind into a multidirectional specialty. In business, no career tracks or job titles exist for the multitalented, can-do-anything Scanner (the “go-to” people who, even when they’re valued by those around them, have no label that indicates who they really are). Our culture’s pressure to train specialists simply isn’t balanced out by any plan to train generalists (i.e., Scanners).

But you have to start somewhere. I gathered up all the techniques I’d fashioned through the years to help my Scanner clients and went looking for more. I started special discussions on the Internet where Scanners could share their experiences and give each other support. I started giving regular telephone conference-call classes where we could talk to each other on the phone and designed and ran workshops dedicated to Scanners. I even did an hour-long public television special on the subject. More than anything, I wanted to share what I had learned with the people who needed it. I turned into someone with a mission, which wasn’t really my style. But with letters like this one, how could I think of stopping?

I have to tell you how excited I was to read your description of a Scanner. That’s exactly what I am and now I am working toward balancing my life in such a way that I can fully express myself.

The “permission” to NOT seek after that one and ONLY profession and wander to all of the things that I love is something I never gave myself...I’ve been trying to conform to the worldview that there is only one true path and I was supposed to find it at 18!

But you communicated that permission very well, and it has taken a weight off of my heart and allowed me to look at the things I love with a totally different perspective, a renewed energy, and, most of all, a joy that had been stifled by guilt for years.

Thank you! Now I have a title for what I previously viewed as a drawback.

I’m looking at my life in a totally different way and not only forgiving myself for being a Scanner but loving it!

I, too, struggled for years about not being able to be “stable.” Now I know I am just a true Scanner, and I am the happiest when I can be myself without all the criticism.

My whole outlook of life has changed—thank you, Barbara, for your advice.

And so I dedicated myself to putting together a handbook to help Scanners overcome their obstacles, find ways to let their ideas flourish, and use their many talents. In the process of writing this book, I made it my business to find and meet as many Scanners as I could, and now I’ve met hundreds of them. They’re magnificent. They love life, they’re excited about new experiences, and they’re the most interesting people you’ll ever meet. They’re also incredibly generous and have shared with me many tips and strategies they developed to solve the logistical problems of having dozens of interests. You might have developed some of your own. I know I have. Scanners are inventive and enjoy solving problems. But the main reason these people had to design solutions on their own was that they didn’t know other Scanners existed; they had nowhere to turn for help.

I think that’s why the Scanners I hear from are overflowing with stories and personal experiences: They’ve kept everything inside for a long time. They wrote about the wounds of being belittled and the frustration of being unable to satisfy the expectations of their families as well as the loneliness of not being understood (and not understanding themselves). But they’ve also told of their curiosity, their love of discovery, and their almost childlike delight of being engaged in a great project. I’ve included as many excerpts from their letters as I had room for, but I wish I could include them all because they’d inspire you, but even more, because they’d put a face on other Scanners and provide you with some fascinating company: Wouldn’t you like to read letters from Scanners who are teaching school and writing music in Nepal, writing books on making beer, working in the theater, meeting world-famous leaders in Czechoslovakia, or knitting miniature villages for their mom in between playing in their own rock band—after work, of course.

Their words might be the first you’ve heard from other Scanners. You might catch yourself exclaiming, “That’s just like me!” I hope so, because familiar words are what Scanners need to find their way home. In familiar territory, you can begin to celebrate your own identity and start living the full, rich life you’re capable of.

This book is a personal homecoming for me, too. It’s a signpost that I’ve come full circle in my life, from the freshman who wept with joy at finding those amazing subjects in the college catalog so many years ago, to the senior who reads and writes and travels and has a very fine time with her dozens upon dozens of interests. And maybe I did put one thing I learned in college to practical use, after all: I found out what it’s like to want to learn everything and have no one to show me what to do. In this book, I’m using that experience to understand and try to help you.

Here’s my best effort at an owner’s manual for Scanners. In it, you’ll learn who you are and why you’ve always been so different from those around you. You’ll find out exactly what type of Scanner you are—because all Scanners are not the same—and which of the tools, tips, techniques, and life design models in these pages are right for you. And when you’ve finished, you’ll understand what has always made you different from the people who easily found a path to follow in their lives, and you’ll learn how to step over obstacles that have stopped you in the past. And finally, with your arms full of new tools, you’ll be free to do what you were born to do: swing into action and use all the creative energy inside you to do the extraordinary work you’re capable of.

For a Scanner, that’s the best kind of fun in the world.

Scanners like you have always been among us, but until now, few have recognized that they’re not just a faulty version of everyone else but a different kind of human. As far as I can tell, you’ve been “undiscovered” until now. It will be an honor if I turn out to be the first to name you.

What you’ll find here is a completely new program, the first of its kind. It’s one part rehabilitation to undo the effects of years of misunderstandings and restore your battered self-esteem. It’s another part training so that, like a pilot learning to fly a fast plane, you’ll learn how to use the unusual abilities you were born with. And since Scanners have to pay their rent like everyone else, it’s one more part career counseling—how to find the job that won’t bore you but instead will support the life you want to live.

So open your mind, roll up your sleeves, and let’s get started. I can’t wait to see what you will do with that lovely brain of yours once the gates are thrown open and you’re finally free to stretch out to your full speed and explore this big world that you love so much.


PART ONE

WHAT IS A SCANNER, AND ARE YOU ONE?


Chapter 1

ALL ABOUT SCANNERS

Elaine has found a few hours for herself, a rare occurrence, and she’s determined to do something she loves to do. Exactly what that will be is still undecided, but it won’t be hard to find, because she loves to do so many things.

She stands in front of a large table in her garage, looking at two projects she has started but never finished. To her left are two straw baskets of brightly colored yarn, a tube of glue, and a package of construction paper. Looking at them almost makes her mouth water. She’s always happy doing crafts and promised a scrapbook to a friend many months ago. She tries not to look at the shelves behind the table, where her clay rests inside a plastic bag next to some small wooden tools. When she has more time, she’ll make that ceramic piece she thought up, a great idea she got while looking through some antique picture books a while back. But she wishes she could do it right now.

She forces her eyes back to the table. In front of her, still in the paper bag from the store, are four books she bought months ago about the history of Poland. Also, in the bag is a package of unopened audiocassettes and a device she bought that will allow her to record conversations on the telephone. She wants to interview the older members of her family, all of whom are immigrants from Poland. There hasn’t been a moment to look in the books since she found them at the bookstore. They sit there like a tantalizing dessert, saved for some time when she can relax, after the chores are done. But some of her relatives are growing old; she really should call them soon. She wonders if she should make a phone call right now and at least set up some phone appointments with her family and learn how to hook up the telephone recording system. She misses her Aunt Jessie.

But on the right, sitting on the floor in a tall, narrow box leaning against the table, still in the box it came in, is the electric piano she got for her birthday 3 months ago. She could set it up in 20 minutes if there were just a clear space for it in the house. Elaine knows the piano has to stay set up somewhere, because if she has to bring it out and put it away all the time, she’ll never get around to it. But who has time to clear out a space when the whole house needs clearing out?

If only she were five people instead of just one, she’d do everything, all of it, right now, today. She looks with longing at the black-and-white drawing of the electric piano on the box and can almost hear the music. Her voice feels like it’s starting to fill up with music and her fingers remember the touch of the keys. Could she just open it right here in the garage and do a little before dinner?

No. Elaine remembers that she promised her 8-year-old daughter a costume for a party coming up in a few weeks, and she really should get started on that and leave all this for another day. In fact, she’s had it set up on the dining room table for 3 days, and the family has had to eat on trays in front of the TV set. Embarrassing. She’ll do that right now.

But she suddenly remembers that she had another wonderful idea today in the car on the way home from her meeting with a client, an idea about a way to bring in some income that would absolutely work and would cost very little to start, and Elaine feels a familiar sense of apprehension that if she doesn’t do something about it right away she’ll forget it like all the other good ideas she keeps having.

Every single thing she sees or thinks of sparkles with potential and pulls her attention. She wants to do them all. But she’s totally stuck and ends up doing none of them. She might as well pick up the cleaning and head for the market. She sighs and walks outside into the fresh air and remembers she wanted to go for a run today. Her dog, who has been lying on the floor nearby, gets up to follow and wonders what’s bothering her. So does she.

Elaine doesn’t have attention deficit disorder. She checked it out with doctors long ago. And she knows that when she’s involved in any project, she doesn’t get distracted by irrelevant things.

So what’s stopping her? Why is she so indecisive? For that matter, why is she interested in so many things? Why is she such a great starter but then runs out of steam and leaves a trail of unfinished projects behind her? She doesn’t blame her friends and family for smiling knowingly whenever she gets enthused about something new—she lets that roll off her back easily—but it bothers her that she almost never gets to see an end product.

But how can anyone choose between so many interests? Which is the right one? Which is the most important? Another thought comes to her. She remembers that she meant to polish up her Spanish, because she might be able to teach part-time next year, and she can use the income.

Elaine shakes her head, almost resenting the new idea and feeling a hint of despair that there will always be something new and interesting moving into her line of vision; even if she ignores them all and firmly chooses one project or another, these new thoughts have the power to make her unsure of any choice she’s made.

Most of her acquaintances know exactly what they’re doing with their lives. Why doesn’t she just pick something and do it? After all, she’s very smart and has been told she could do anything! Why can’t she get going?

Does this sound familiar?

Does Elaine remind you of yourself? Do you also wonder why you’re caught in this kind of dilemma? Are you unable to figure out what drives you and why you’re so different from people who made their choices early and followed one path? Why can’t you start working on your dreams—and stick to them? How will you ever focus your curious mind on one path when you can’t bear to turn your back on anything? What makes you tick?

Believe it or not, there are very good answers to those questions. If, like so many Scanners I’ve met, you think the situation is hopeless, you’re in for some nice surprises. Here’s the first and most important surprise: If Scanners didn’t think they should limit themselves to one field, 90 percent of their problems would cease to exist!

What is a Scanner?

Scanners love to read and write, to fix and invent things, to design projects and businesses, to cook and sing, and to create the perfect dinner party. (You’ll notice I didn’t use the word “or,” because Scanners don’t love to do one thing or the other; they love them all.) A Scanner might be fascinated with learning how to play bridge or bocce, but once she gets good at it, she might never play it again. One Scanner I know proudly showed me a button she was wearing that said, “I Did That Already.”

To Scanners the world is like a big candy store full of fascinating opportunities, and all they want is to reach out and stuff their pockets.

It sounds wonderful, doesn’t it? The problem is, Scanners are starving in the candy store. They believe they’re allowed to pursue only one path. But they want them all. If they force themselves to make a choice, they are forever discontented. But usually Scanners don’t choose anything at all. And they don’t feel good about it.

As kids, most Scanners had been having a great time! At school no one objected to their many interests, because every hour of every student’s school day is devoted to a different subject. But at some point in high school or soon after, everyone was expected to make a choice, and that’s when Scanners ran into trouble. While some people happily narrowed down to one subject, Scanners simply couldn’t.

The conventional wisdom was overwhelming and seemed indisputable: If you’re a jack-of-all-trades, you’ll always be a master of none. You’ll become a dilettante, a dabbler, a superficial person—and you’ll never have a decent career. Suddenly, a Scanner who all through school might have been seen as an enthusiastic learner had now become a failure.

But one thought wouldn’t leave my mind: If the world had just continued to accept them as they were, Scanners wouldn’t have had any problems. With the exception of learning project management techniques, the only thing Scanners needed was to reject conventional wisdom that said they were doing something wrong and claim their true identity. Almost every case of low self-esteem, shame, frustration, feelings of inadequacy, indecisiveness, and inability to get into action simply disappeared the moment they understood that they were Scanners and stopped trying to be somebody else.

It appears that Scanners are an unusual breed of human being. One reason they don’t recognize themselves is that they don’t often meet people like themselves.

How do you know if you’re a Scanner?

Maybe it would be useful to first discuss who isn’t one.

Who isn’t a Scanner?

Well, specialists aren’t Scanners, obviously. If you’re someone who is happy being completely absorbed by one field, I’ve labeled you a Diver. Some clear examples of Divers are professional musicians, scientists, mathematicians, professional chess players, athletes, business owners, and financiers. These people may “relax” with a hobby, but they’re rarely passionate about anything but their field. In fact, Divers often wonder how people can be interested in anything but what they’re interested in. Sometimes they even make fun of themselves for it, like the racing bicyclist Tim Krabbé described in The Rider, who glances up from his gear to look at people walking and says, “Nonracers. The emptiness of those lives shocks me.”

By contrast, Scanners rarely think what other people are doing is empty. They’re always curious to know “what’s out there” and love to poke their noses into just about anything. A Diver rarely spends a moment wondering what he might be missing when he’s totally absorbed in his field. On the other hand, 99 percent of Scanners spend a lot of time scanning the horizon, thinking about their next move.

Many people look like Scanners, but aren’t

People who continually move from one idea to another often have very different reasons for doing so. Some are simply trying to make up their minds, and when they find the “right” choice, they can easily give up all the other ideas they considered.

Others move between ideas for reasons that surprised me when I first heard them. Here are some examples.

I spent years frustrating myself and everyone around me with my constant jumping from one thing to another. What I learned about myself eventually is that I knew deep down what I should be doing all along, but was simply too scared to commit myself to it. The constant stream of alternative ideas was simply an advanced avoidance technique.

I think I’ve always avoided what I really want to do because I was afraid I’d be mediocre, or fail completely, so I’d keep changing my mind before I produced anything that could be judged.

Depressed people often make the mistake of believing they’re Scanners. Depression can create a fractured consciousness that doesn’t allow one to pay attention to anything for long, and some depressed people believe that the cause of their depression is their inability to find something they can care about intensely. But the reverse is usually true: They can’t care about anything because they’re depressed. One of the main symptoms of depression is the inability to feel desire. A woman who had experience with depressed people told me:

The types of attention span problems that have to do with depression are quite different than job-interest attention spans. When you get so you can’t read a book (and even newspaper articles are too complicated to remember from start to finish), you can’t pay attention during a conversation, and you have no idea where your keys and wallet are when usually you know exactly where you put them, then you need to talk to somebody about therapy and medication, both of which work wonders.

And then we have ADD. Before knowing who they were, many Scanners assumed that their “problem” might be attention deficit disorder (ADD), simply because everyone assumed that being interested in lots of things was a form of distraction. In my experience, I’ve found that many Scanners actually do have ADD, but they are true Scanners all the same. I’ve also met people with diagnosed ADD who appear to be Scanners but are not. Once you understand that a bona fide Scanner has no problem with the normal ability to focus (as opposed to ADD–style hyper-focus), the confusion with ADD usually clears up.

I’m a Scanner and have been diagnosed with ADD. And I can tell you that nothing is clearer than the difference between feeling stuck because I’m having an ADD attack—that is, my mind is in a fog and I have trouble remembering what I’m doing—and being stuck for the typical Scanner reasons of being attracted to so many things that I can’t figure out which project to reach for next.

Of course, there are many people who are quite content in their fields and have a few normal interests in addition, such as a lawyer who enjoys cooking and travel, or an advertising art director who collects antiques. But there’s a noticeable difference between someone with a normal range of interests and a Scanner.

Who is a Scanner?

Intense curiosity about numerous unrelated subjects is one of the most basic characteristics of a Scanner. Scanners are endlessly inquisitive. In fact, Scanners often describe themselves as being hopelessly interested in everything (although, as you’ll find out, this isn’t so). A Scanner doesn’t want to specialize in any of the things she loves, because that means giving up all the rest. Some even think that being an expert would be limiting and boring.

Our society frowns on this apparent self-indulgence. Of course, it’s not self-indulgence at all; it’s the way Scanners are designed, and there’s nothing they can or should do about it. A Scanner is curious because he is genetically programmed to explore everything that interests him. If you’re a Scanner, that’s your nature. Ignore it and you’ll always be fretful and dissatisfied.

It’s a whole new way of thinking, I know. And much of the world doesn’t see Scanners’ behavior as admirable or even acceptable. But it wasn’t always this way.

A recent change in fashion

Scanners are the victims of a fashion change in history, and a recent one at that. Until the technology race with the Soviet Union after World War II changed our views, the kind of people I now call Scanners were admired. But by the mid-1950s, a dramatic change had occurred.

When Russia launched Sputnik, the first-ever satellite to be launched into space, the United States went into shock. Immediately our resources were devoted to catching up to and passing Russian technology, and everything else became secondary. University faculties turned into specialized training centers; science and technology—the realm of specialists—reigned supreme. Departments of literature, the humanities, even history were seen as irrelevant luxuries. And with that decline in respect came a radical change in the stature of Scanners. No longer described as “well-rounded,” “Renaissance people,” or “erudite,” almost overnight they were seen as irrelevant, silly, irresponsible. Now, regarding Scanners, this change in thinking is complete. Almost everyone in our society takes it as a self-evident truth—obvious, simple common sense—that Scanners are doing something wrong. Unfortunately, that has come to include Scanners themselves.

It’s troubling to speculate on how much unnecessary unhappiness and wasted talent this ignorance of history has caused. That’s why it is essential that you never forget that for most of human history, a person with a wide range of knowledge and abilities was highly valued. As you’ll see, the pendulum is swinging back.

Now what?

Having the freedom to go after all your interests is wonderful, but how on earth can you actually do it? The revelation that you’re a Scanner doesn’t automatically propel you full speed ahead on all those things you love: You have to know how to manage a life that’s full of different talents.

One result of this 50-year-old disfavor with nonspecialists is that role models are rare. Unlike earlier times in history when multiple interests were more common, there’s no one who can teach Scanners how to follow so many interests. To be a Scanner these days is like inheriting a fabulous, shiny machine full of gears and buttons and gauges—without an instruction booklet!

How do you travel and become a photographer when you also want to learn Mandarin Chinese, study history, have a great garden, learn to write fiction, and try auto racing, too? It’s not at all impossible, but if you’ve never done it before, it certainly looks that way.

And what about careers for Scanners? Almost no one, least of all a Scanner himself, believes you can find a career without choosing one path and abandoning all others. That’s a pure case of tunnel vision, because Scanner jobs are everywhere. Innovative ways to earn a living that favor the Scanner personality—and interesting jobs for people who always called themselves Jacks-of-All-Trades, Masters of None—are showing up everywhere. The world of work is changing, and there’s never been a better time to bring the multitalented Scanner into the workforce.

Until now, the manual has been missing

But now there is a manual for Scanners, and you’re holding it in your hands. You’re going to learn how to do everything you want to do and keep a roof over your head at the same time. For that, you need to undo the problems that were created because you didn’t understand you were a Scanner, and you’ll get a new understanding of why you’re drawn to so many different things and why you leave them when you do. (Clue: It’s not because you can’t focus, but because you can!) You’ll learn the particulars of your type of Scanner, and we’ll dismantle the myth that has kept you afraid of commitments so you can actually enjoy making them. And if you’re way too busy or even frozen in your tracks, if you never seem to start your projects, or if you never seem to finish them, help is on the way.

I think you’re going to like what you find: new methods and procedures and tools and strategies for starting up your Scanner engine, and all of them are easy (honest!) and interesting, to boot. When you combine insight with every trick of the trade, you’ve got what you need to become a truly successful Scanner with a life that matches your unusual and wonderful brain.
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Before you get started, I want you to learn to use the most important piece of equipment in your kit, something you’ll be using in all the upcoming chapters.

I call it the SCANNER DAYBOOK.

Scanners often avoid getting involved with a new, fascinating subject when it catches their eye. They say things like, “How can I justify wandering off in yet another direction?” But that’s a real shame, because they’re not breaking any laws or hurting anyone by being curious or enthusiastic by some new thought. And each time they push away an interesting new activity, they’re reinforcing the myth that they are doing something wrong. Even a short detour to a “frivolous” activity would feel wrong, and so everything waits. As one unhappy Scanner wrote me, “I feel that if I haven’t finished what I’m working on, I have no right to have fun.” Of course, when you’re a Scanner, there is a risk of getting sidetracked and using up the time you need on your original project, but the Daybook can solve that problem, as you’ll see.

The Scanner Daybook

This is simply a blank book devoted to what you do each day—as a Scanner, of course. No laundry lists or general journaling, just anything related to being a Scanner—the place to capture your best ideas and also the tangents that pull you off those ideas. In addition, I’ll sometimes ask you to work on an exercise that requires writing, and you might want to take notes on anything you find particularly useful inside this book (or anywhere else).

This is your personal version of the Leonardo da Vinci notebooks. If you’ve never seen them, find a book of reproductions in your library or try to get a glimpse on the Internet. They’re an inspiration.

The da Vinci notebooks are a great model for a Scanner Daybook. Leonardo’s entries are delightfully out of order, impulsive, and unrestrained. (He even wrote his comments backward! This was possibly to hide his ideas from prying eyes or perhaps because he had mirror vision or maybe because he loved to exercise his brain. I wouldn’t put it past a Scanner.) But never be intimidated by his fame, or by anyone else’s either. For you, he’s just someone who liked to think with a pen in his hand, just like you’re going to do.

The blank pages in your Daybook are where you’ll capture ideas that could otherwise get lost or keep a record of private little trips and “what ifs” that are always floating in and out of a creative mind. You’ll find yourself welcoming these thoughts more and more as you realize you are not required to do anything but write about them. No follow-up is required unless it takes your fancy to do so.

If you find this a trifle scandalous, you’re not alone. One Scanner wrote:

I call the Daybook my “Guilty Pleasures.” Last week I wrote about a special kind of resort I’d love to build, a cookbook I’d love to write (maybe even videotaping myself and creating my own cooking show), and I took some notes on a few careers that looked interesting. I can’t imagine why I didn’t always do this! It’s fun and it helps me think!

What will your Scanner Daybook look like?

It’s important to make sure you own the right kind of blank book to serve as your Scanner Daybook, because this is no ordinary journal. You can carry a spiral notebook to write in when you leave the house, but you need a more impressive book to enter those notes into when you come back home. Get something you like, but more formal than you’re accustomed to using—one of those books you’re almost afraid to write in. (Don’t worry, we’ll get you writing in it!)

Make sure there are no lines on the pages and give yourself a lot of space to write on. The larger each page and the thicker the book, the better it will be. You can usually find something suitable in an art supplies store, sometimes with an old-fashioned leather-look binding of the kind you might find in Scrooge’s office. Run your hand over the paper to be sure you’ll enjoy writing on it and get the kinds of pens that make writing enjoyable to you. If you want to have a really good time, you can put your Daybook on its own stand like one of those huge dictionaries. (If you make notes at the computer or when you’re away from this tome, you can always tape them in later. It’s creative fun to tape a variety of notes and pictures to its pages and write around them, and it makes an interesting Daybook.)
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Writing in your Scanner Daybook is more important than you may yet realize. As the days go by and the entries add up, you’ll notice that you’re actually taking care of the sides of you that you may have neglected as well as undervalued until now. But the very act of considering your explorations worth keeping track of begins to change everything you ever thought about yourself. In place of those thoughts most Scanners carry around with them about their “flitting” or “dabbling,” without any extra effort you’ll find a growing respect for the way your mind works.

It’s good for you, too. Giving that creative mind of yours a chance to have some fun is like giving a plant sunshine and water.

If you’ve felt under the gun in the past whenever you started something, you’ll enjoy discovering that the act of taking some notes or making a sketch on any old idea is too minor to create any performance pressure you might ordinarily feel. But all the same, writing down these fun ideas in a bound book will subtly teach you to value them. Every time you record your ideas and add drawings and projections and fantasies, the early teaching that made you doubt yourself will get fainter, until it becomes second nature to assume it’s okay—better than okay—to be fascinated with anything new.

Your Daybook is also a self-study book: Turned loose without any restrictions, allowed to learn or design or imagine whatever you like, what kind of Scanner emerges? Where does your mind really want to go? Your Daybook gives you a free ticket to create anything you like, so the farther you follow your fancy in your Daybook pages, the clearer the answer will be.

In the past, you may have seen yourself simply as someone with an inability to stick to things or follow through on projects, but none of that is relevant here. Getting your ideas down on paper isn’t like starting something you should finish; it’s like seeing a good movie—only better because you’re not only watching it but designing it. That freedom will allow you to be as creative as you like. If, for instance, you’re taken by the idea of interviewing your neighbors for their life stories, you’d open the Daybook and write down your idea, and you’d have no hesitation to let it grow. (Maybe you could turn it into a film, or maybe it could be a photo exhibit with audios running of everyone’s voice; you could even start schoolkids on a project to save the stories of their families; why not some kind of virtual museum that anyone could add to . . . ?)

Your Daybook lets you go into planning that idea without having to actually produce it. If you decide you want to make a film, you’ll find that you’ve captured the idea at its best moment, when you were the most enthused and the most creative. And if you never take another step, you’ve had a good time and risked nothing.

Little by little, the process of writing your ideas in your Daybook will change the way you feel about not following up on every one of your good ideas, because it becomes so clear that planning, designing, and making a record of your ideas in something called a Scanner Daybook isn’t making a promise; it’s the way inventive people enjoy themselves.

First entry

Today, I’d like you to do a trial run. So pick a recent idea, a small one you haven’t given much thought to, and do your first Scanner Daybook Write-Up.

Open the book wide. You’re going to start on the left-hand page so you have a really big area to write on. Now, put today’s date and your starting time in the upper left-hand corner of the first page. At the top of the page, write a title of any idea you’d enjoy playing with, like “Life Stories of My Neighbors” or “The Autobiography of My Cat, George, for Possible Use in a Feature Film.” Choose a project that’s interesting and has possibilities, but one that you might never develop much past this first description. Leave very wide margins on both sides of each page for writing any additions that later occur to you.

And then, just let yourself go.

Bury yourself in your idea and start writing. Draw boxes with stick drawings or diagrams of anything that seems relevant. When a tangent comes along, follow it, but not in the same area you were writing in. Instead, draw a line to the farthest right-hand area on the right-hand page, ending at the top of the page (to leave room below it for other tangents that might come along), and continue that arrow a few inches into the next blank page. Then look at your watch or set a clock timer and give yourself up to 20 minutes to make notes on this tangential idea.

And then return to your original idea.

Your tangent idea is safe and ready whenever you want it. Now, return to your original idea. You can get information from the Internet and print out whatever you want to keep. You can cut out the most interesting part and tape it right on the appropriate page (with a note that tells where you got it, in case you ever want to find it again). You might want to draw a box around the excerpt with a good dark pen and fill the margin with exclamation points if you feel excited about any quotation. If you find something in a book, write a running report on your thoughts, or copy the essential passage by hand. Make diagrams, paste in photos or clips from magazines, or do anything else that allows you to enjoy the subject you’re writing about.

Always try to make your descriptions as complete as possible so that if you disappeared and a stranger found this description, she’d be able to complete the project! Why? Because otherwise, once the passion wears off, you’ll forget why you were so excited! Let your thoughts spill out on the page as they come to you, instead of making a list or an outline you won’t understand or appreciate later. You don’t ever want to look back on an idea and think it was boring or worthless. You’ve probably done that many times in the past, but the Scanner Daybook is supposed to help you respect your ideas. All of them.

Here’s a brief example.

A Great Way to Study Botany!

How about a series of detective novels about a retired botany teacher who travels all through South America, from the US border all the way to Tierra del Fuego at the very bottom of the continent! She could be looking for new plant species and describe them and draw them—like this: [here you might tape in a botanical illustration clipped from a magazine], but she keeps coming across some evil criminal. Maybe he should be a botanist, too! Developing mind-altering plants so he can take over the world!
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